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Comedy Central’s South Park, the highly 
rated American animated comedy series, regu- 
larly attracts a broad audience. Moreover, it has 
been=listed as one of the “100 Best TV Shows 
of All Time” by Time magazine. Reflecting the 
fast development of cultural globalization, the 
adventures of four boys and their friends in the 
small town of South Park, Colorado, have been 
translated into a number of different languages, 
with these translations spawning fan websites 
and a range of secondary literature. Yet at the 
same time, there are variations within these 
forms of translation. For example, the televi- 
sion episodes broadcast in the United States are 
not always the same as the episodes broadcast 
in other countries. This article is based on two 
different Mandarin Chinese translations of this 
popular cartoon in mainland China and Taiwan. 
Much has been made of its popular culture par- 
ody, scatological humor and satirical handling 
of current events, and indeed South Park con- 
tains numerous political and cultural reference 
points that create difficulties for translators. 


Xiaochun Zhang, born in China, has lived in the UK 
for the past three years. She has a BA in Applied 
English from Nanjing Normal University in China, 
and an MA in translation from the University 

of Edinburgh. She is a freelance translator and 
researcher on audiovisual translation. 





40 | MultiLingual March 2009 





Mandarin translations 
of South Park 


Translation of South Park in Mainland China 

Foreignization and domestication are two types of transla- 
tion strategy expressed most emphatically in Lawrence Venuti’s 
The Translator’s Invisibility: A History of Translation (1995). 
Venuti’s analysis of foreignizing translation suggests that the 
original meaning of the source text is retained, which mini- 
mizes the dominance of the target language and culture in order 
“to send readers abroad.” 

In mainland China, South Park episodes have not been offi- 
cially imported by the government. Nonetheless, they have been 
subtitled by a group of amateur translators with specialized 
knowledge of the American television series, and the subtitled 
cartoon series can be easily accessed on many websites. In order 
to avoid any problems relating to legal issues or censorship, the 
translation group claims “AF wMESY Ah , PRAT Rh 
FAXR” (The subtitles are provided for study and communication 
only; any commercial usage is forbidden) at the beginning of each 
episode. With the aim of language study and cultural communica- 
tion, the translators resort to the foreignizing translation method 
by adhering to South Park’s original style, presenting a full picture 
of American culture. The essential problem in this context is that 
many cultural reference points or social events may be unfamiliar 
to a Chinese audience, creating particular difficulties, for example, 
in terms of fully understanding witty dialogues and the wider 
Satirical plot. However, one measure that has been introduced by 
translators is ignoring the typical word limit for subtitling and 
providing an explanation of the subject matter to assist the audi- 
ence, as noted in the following examples: 

Example 1 (from episode 403) 

Original: Well, he doesn’t need to see a bunch of frogs prance 
around in tights and make-up wrappin’ their peckers around 
each other’s faces! 

Translation: #4 RBEZAA-HBRAAK , RR , 
2 UGS EN SE (WEB ARBE , hatadlra 
aBpiz, ) 

Reverse translation: He doesn’t need to see a bunch of 
frogs prance around in tights and heavy make-up. (Frog is the 
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derogatory nickname for French people, 
indicating they eat everything.) 

Example 2 (from episode 403) 

Original: Mrs. Janet Reno, you must 
understand the father has a right to his 
children. 

Translation: Mrs. Janet Reno #24 
i, —bhRERANABERCHRKT 

( SFR SAK ) 

Reverse translation: Mrs. Janet Reno 
(The Attorney General at that time), you 
must understand the father has a right to 
claim his children back. 

Example 3 (from episode 403) 

Original: The only place we can go. 
We’re going on Oprah and then a book 
tour. 

Translation:& RA) ME — BEA BY Hh 
A, ROIBE Oprah (#BhOBT 
A) ARpKeESEePS. 

Reverse translation: Go to the only 
places we can go. We’re going on Oprah 
(a famous TV show program) and then a 
book tour. 

In order to provide background infor- 
mation of the cultural reference points 
that may be alien to a Chinese audience, 
translators have inserted guidance notes 
in parentheses. It is probable that, without 
any explanation given by the translators in 
the first example, the straight translation 
might result in a situation where a Chinese 
audience may imagine some frogs perform- 
ing on a stage, wearing specially designed 
tights for their tiny legs in a circus envi- 
ronment, rather getting the reference to the 
French. In the third example, Oprah may 
be well known to Americans, but in China 
the audience might have no knowledge of 
her program, and the humorous effect may 
be largely reduced and even lost. As noted 
earlier, political satire is one of the key fea- 
tures of the South Park episodes. Without 
knowing who Janet Reno is, the Chinese 
audience would not appreciate the satirical 
plot of her dressing as the Easter Rabbit in 
the episode’s later scenes. 

Another feature of this translation is 
that people’s names remain untranslated, 
which preserves the original foreign zest. 
Conventionally, translators translate 
western people’s names _ phonetically 
into Chinese, which may change the pro- 
nunciation of some names that have no 
diaphones in Chinese. 

Translators have made a good effort to 
explain the show’s alien elements to increase 
the knowledge of the Chinese audience in 
relation to American society and culture. 
Although most of the original dialogues 
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have been translated even 
with their confusing cultural 
references, it would appear that 
the translators hold a reserved 
attitude towards sexual topics. 
In the first example, the sexual 
reference is ignored, and the last 
clause is merely translated into 
RIRHEPR (wear heavy make- 
up). Homosexual — references 
are also toned down. It might 
be the result of translators’ self- 
censorship, since there is no age 
rating system in China. 

Watching thissubtitled main- 
land Chinese version of South 
Park is not unproblematic, since 
reading long subtitles in a combination of 
English and Chinese may reduce the enjoy- 
ment value of the cartoon. That having 
been said, it is helpful as language and cul- 
tural study material, which serves the initial 
aims of the translators. By adopting for- 
eignization as a translation method, the 
translators arguably bring the audience 
closer to the original South Park and to 
American popular culture. 


Translation of 

South Park in Taiwan 

Above and beyond straight transla- 
tion, the localizers in Taiwan appear to 
have adopted the domestication strategy. 
According to Venuti, one of the driving 
forces behind the domestication transla- 
tion method is that it minimizes foreign- 
ness to allow the translation to fit into 
the dominant target culture. In other 
words, this method brings the author 
closer to readers and makes the target 
text more readable. 

The end result is that the style is 
maintained, but it may consequently 
find itself vulnerable to a change in the 
overall plot of the show. The rewritten 
and dubbed Taiwan Mandarin version is 
as foulmouthed, politically satirical, and 
cynical as it is in the United States; how- 
ever, most of the off-color jokes and local 
Slang have been swapped with inside 
jokes and vulgar puns to allude to Tai- 
wan local pop culture. It might be strange 
for some people who have watched the 
original English version to see the four 
brats playing off current local events, 
such as the Taiwan presidential election, 
with American flags and the Statue of 
Liberty in the background. However, it 
has been said that the translators chose 
to rewrite the script and change the 
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0 Cartman! 


Mainland China subtitlers use English for characters’ names. 


reference points from issues, people and 
places alien to Taiwanese people into 
what they are more familiar with, aim- 
ing to “expand the audience and boost 
rating.” Cindy Liu (X(t), AXN’s pro- 
gramming manager, explained, ”With the 
number of television channels in Taiwan 
now, it’s becoming increasingly diffi- 
cult to stand out if you don’t include 
some localized broadcast. . . . People 
presume you’re just another channel 
that airs foreign programs. If you want 
to be recognized as more than another 
foreign-language station, then you have 
to include programs with local content 
and make more shows relevant to Taiwan. 
What has viewers transfixed in North 
America, for example, isn’t necessarily 
going to interest anyone in Taiwan.” 

To the delight of translators and 
developers, the dubbed Taiwan Manda- 
rin version has brought the television 
station that broadcasts the comedy a 
huge ratings success. At the same time, 
South Park has become part of the pop 
culture in Taiwan as much as it is in the 
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United States. The catch phrases of 
the main characters are used every- 
where, both online and in person. 
Even the tie-in products have been 
selling well in Taiwan’s big shop- 
ping malls. 

The domesticating job for Taiwan 
translators starts at translating the 
title South Park into MHARE 
(South Park’s Four Slackers) and 
is followed by the theme song, as 
shown below in contrast to the origi- 
nal English version. 

Original: 

I’m goin’ down to South Park 
Gonna have myself a time. 
Friendly faces everywhere 
Humble folks without 
temptation. 
Goin’ down to South Park 
Gonna leave my woes behind. 
Ample parking day or night 
People shouting Howdy Neighbor 
Heading on up to South Park. 
Gonna see if I can’t unwind 
mmmm... mmmm (line obscured 
when sung) 
Come on down to South Park and 
meet some friends of mine. 
Translation: 
iS =—PRARA MSN 
AXY 3 (YS Bae ig 


WM ARGGYY 
nn 2 32 fe Bean = AARA FR G] Be 
sory lala Ke Gi Jee KE ie ie 
v 


AFA? 4F AAR VIE A oF 
(mmmmmmmm ~ ~ 
mmmmmmmmn ~ ~ ) 
AER FER SEEHME 
Reverse translation: 
This is a lovely place without 
violence 
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The contortionist quintuplets from Romania perform in episode 403. 


Idiots win street racer competi- 
tions, come if you dare, loser. 
It’s impossible to be good in both 

morals and study, being obedi- 
ent and filial. 
Mommy’s breasts will blossom; 
bombs exploded, boom boom. 
Red Zhong in left hand; White 
Tile in right hand; It’s none of 
our business. 

(mmmmmmmm ~ ~ 

mmmmmmmmn ~ ~ ) 

Don’t doubt; don’t hesitate; this is 
the good point. 

As noted from the reverse transla- 
tion, the theme song has been rewritten 
and seems to be totally irrelevant to the 
original. The terms Red Zhong and White 
Tile in Mahjong is included to make it 
more Chinese. Furthermore, many words 
from the Taiwanese dialect of Hokkien, 
such as AX Y 38, « Y°# and GGYY, 
are added into the Mandarin translation 
to stress the local language and cultural 
characteristics. 

The main domesticating alterations 
made by the translators are focused on 
the following issues: people’s names, for- 
eign cultural references, subject matter, 
political parody and sexual references. 


People’s names 

Instead of leaving people’s names 
untranslated as practiced by mainland 
translators, the Taiwan localizers opted 
to rename the main characters with some 
nonsensical taunts. For example, Stan is 
translated into BR (Poo ball); Kyle is 
called AIF (stupid guy, normally refers 
to men who are fooled and used by 
women); Cartmen is renamed fa] R— Y 


(A Piao), which is a typical girl’s 
name; and maybe with some 
sympathy in light of his death 
in nearly every episode, Kenny 
is only changed into a common 
local name falfe (A Ni). Some 
Supporting characters are also 
renamed to make them sound 
more relevant to local culture. 
Chef is called 4% (old daddy), 
Mr./Ms. Garrison is named & 
lE(died, vanished), and Ike is 
nicknamed BB. Although the 
western faces in the cartoon do 
not change after being renamed, 
the domestication of names 
effectively brings the characters 
closer to the local audiences. 
They are given typical Chinese 
names that one could find in any local 
neighborhood in Taiwan, which are not 
only easier to remember but also provide 
familiarity to a local audience. 


Minimization of 

foreign cultural references 

To make the story appear and sound 
plausible in Taiwan, most of the for- 
eign reference points, such as currency, 
countries’ names and other representa- 
tive cultural elements are covered after 
dubbing. 

Example 1 (from episode 403) 

Original: If you’d like to come down 
and visit the quintuplets, admission is 
only $5, and for a few dollars more, you 
can feed them fish sticks. 

Translation: DRAXBRER Lhd 
ie, RASTA , wicseas 
 , WA ARERR MN. 

Reverse translation: If you’d like to 
visit the quintuplets, the admission fee is 
99 yuan; please prepare the change; you 
can also feed them with fish. 

Example 2 

Original: We've just gotta convince 
these chicks that America kicks the ass 
out of every other country. 

Translation: ANB DRahe AE , 
aa AE , LMNs 

Reverse translation: We have to let 
the quintuplets know that South Park is 
heaven on earth and then they won’t want 
to leave. 

Example 3 (from episode 403) 

Original: The only place we can go. 
We're going on Oprah and then a book 
tour. Yes. You can all kiss our little white 
Romanian asses! 
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Translation: RE RANA GIL ? RN 
CAS TimiTAs. WH, Bi, K 
NACHE SSAMNe, 

Reverse translation: Don’t you care 
about where we are going? We’ve joined a 
tour trip. Yes, if you want to protest, you can 
take your time to do it here yourselves. 

It is noticeable that US dollars are changed 
into yuan, which is the currency of Taiwan; 
fish sticks are swapped with fish, since fish 
sticks are not common food in Taiwan; and 
the word America and references to Ameri- 
can culture such as Oprah are omitted. 


Subject matter 

The original version of South Park 
is well known for its topical nature. 
However, some western social issues are 
not particularly familiar to audiences in 
Taiwan, such as anti-Semitism. In the 
original English version, Kyle and his 
family are Jewish, and since Cartman 
is anti-Semitic, this results in endless 
confrontations between them. However, 
in Taiwan, anti-Semitism has never been 
a social issue and is not an everyday 
topic. Accordingly, in the cartoon, Kyle’s 
identity has been changed to a Hakka 
who converts to Buddhism, and all the 
off-color jokes or references about Jew- 
ish people are rewritten or deleted. Rac- 
ism towards blacks is also an unfamiliar 
topic. Therefore, translators have edited 
the plot to suit the local environment. 

Example 1 (from episode 408) 

Original: 

Jimbo: We cannot change the South 
Park flag, Mayor! 

Chef: Mayor, as I’ve said before, I find 
that flag to be racist and insensitive! 

Jimbo: Chef, I respect you very much. 
But you have to understand that this has 
been the South Park flag since some of 
our ancestors, like my great-grandfather, 
founded this land! 

Chef: That flag represents a time when 
blacks were persecuted by whites! How 
can a black man not be bothered by it? 

Translation: 

SE: WHRAKRI RDO aH 
Ua] | 

£2 BARS , BRT RA 
ME RMARAA , SARS! 

SE: EES  MECZASARIAW ? 
AMRF ERSETHSTTHSTALEA 
RARER RAS. ASE EF 
SK AY 4 5 ER A 4 BB 

22: SRD , EXRARRER 
AY , RAMA ADYE ? PO , ABLE 
FAR MAR. 
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Reverse translation: 

Jimbo: The city flag represents the 
spirit of South Park. 

Chef: What a shitty spirit, the flag is 
encouraging people to murder. It should 
have been changed a long time ago. 

Jimbo: Old Daddy, why do you love 
the new but loathe the old? The flag has 
existed ever since the grandfather of my 
grandfather’s grandfather was in nappies. 
It is the experience and spirit bequeathed 
by our ancestors. 

Chef: Science and technology has 
developed. We even have diapers for 
adults now; why are you still using nap- 
pies? So I say, the flag is not good and 
should be changed. 

Example 2 (from episode 408) 

Original: Well, I guess the flag is part 
of history, but I can see how it is racist. 

Translation: FRPBAANEH ST RMA 
Re , HSH RNIB RRA. 

Reverse translation: The fire in 
Dongke burned all my savings. The 
money used for changing the flag should 
be donated to fire victims. 

In season 4, episode 8, the Chef sug- 
gests changing the South Park flag, as 
he finds it to be racist. However, Jimbo 
believes that the flag represents history 
and should not be changed. Therefore, a 
public discussion about this issue starts 
in South Park. In the Taiwan version, the 
story was twisted into whether the death 
penalty should be abolished, and most of 
the dialogue concerning racism has been 
rewritten. Most notably, in the Taiwan 
version, other minor characters on the 
show consider the death penalty to be 
less of a serious issue than the bad econ- 
omy and their living standards. Although 
the storyline is not exactly the same as 
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the original version, the Taiwan version 
vividly shows the indifferent attitudes of 
certain people towards particular social 
issues that do not directly affect their 
lives. It may be observed that the Taiwan 
translation is as Satirical as the original 
American version, even thought the story 
is changed. 


Parody of politicians 

and celebrities 

The original South Park also gained its 
popularity for its crude satire on politi- 
cians and celebrities. Importantly, the Tai- 
wan version retained this feature and also 
made it successful in the local market. 

Example 1 (from episode 408) 

Original: Alright, Children. Do your 
homework and let’s get ready for a great 
debate! 

Translation: BAY , FCM eZee 
We, 7 SB RT BY es AT CAR IT RARE 

Reverse translation: Alright, the debate 
is a competition about who can be the 
most cheeky person; I hope you could be 
more cheeky than Wu Zongxian. 

Wu Zongxian (Jacky Wu) is a popular 
talk show host, singer and actor in Taiwan, 
who is famous for quick-witted humor. 

Example 2 (from episode 408) 

Original: Chef : My name isn’t Chef 
anymore, children. I’ve converted to 
Islam. From now on, my name is Abdul 
Mahammed Jabar Rauf Kareem Ali. With 
everyone in town So insensitive about the 
flag, I find it no longer fitting to use my 
slave name! 

Translation: Mitek , FEW BSS 
=& , SWMBHAS OW , SHAE Sh 
mote , B/\VEAX , BRIT. RK 
JLBA , BRMS HRS. HOF 
LEE , RRNA. 
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Reverse translation: From now on, 
don’t call me old daddy. Call me my real 
name. Yes, my real name is A Bian Shi Ge, 
Zhu Ba Nuo Fu, A Li Bu Da. People here 
are indifferent to the matter of changing 
the city flag. If you make things difficult 
for me, I'll make things difficult for you. 

Here, the so-called real name of Chef, 
in fact, is a wordplay with homonyms. 
The latter characters of PUB , 74/\ 
A , bo] #A#AFT look like the translation 
of an Islamic name, but actually are pho- 
netically similar to “A Bian is a stupid 
pig, coward and trouble maker.” A Bian 
is the nickname of the former president 
of Taiwan, Chen Shui Bian. 


Sexual references 

Conversely to the conservative trans- 
lation in mainland China, translators in 
Taiwan tend to make sexual depictions 
more explicit. In the United States, South 
Park is rated as TV-14, but it is grouped 
as 42% (Parental guidance) in Taiwan, 
which means that children under 12 
years old must not view the show. People 
of ages between 12 and 18 years require 
attentive guidance of parents or teachers. 
Theoretically, the Taiwan version is sup- 
posed to be more reserved towards sex, 
but as seen in the following examples, it 
is actually more depictive. 

Example 1 (from episode 403) 

Original: Ladies and gentlemen, please 
no smoking and no flash-photography 
during Sarque du Son Bleu. 

Translation: BWR , TB BIA 
Whe , RO PAIFIAR , BARE. 

Reverse translation: Ladies and gen- 
tlemen, the performance is about to start. 
Please no photography, no smoking and 
no sex during the show. 
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Example 2 (from episode 408) 

Original: The rest of you, go get the 
goods on Stan! His mom grounded him 
once for setting something on fire. Let’s 
find out what that something was, and 
then lie and say it was a puppy. 

Translation: HEATERS , RK 
ESA4AALEAA , RHEGRE , 
ABNF ii heh Se N RE. 

Reverse translation: The rest of you, go 
get the goods on Stan! His mom grounded 
him for setting something on fire. Let’s lie 
that he burned his dad’s condoms. 

It is noticeable that general sexual ref- 
erences are made more explicit, whereas 
derogatory references to gay people are 
toned down, as the next example shows. 
Interestingly, homosexuality is not sup- 
posed to a taboo in Taiwan, where same- 
sex marriage was legalized in 2003. 

Example 3 (from espisode 403) 

Original: Aha, I knew it. They turned 
you into poofders. 

Translation: Re , (BRERA 
IB 

Reverse translation: Do you want to sell 
your body for money? 


Foreignization or domestication 

Accordingly, it is clear from the previ- 
ous examples that audiences have differ- 
ent experiences of South Park in respect 
of the two Mandarin Chinese translations. 
The question then arises as to which 
approach to take from the viewpoint of 
the translator. Is there indeed a better 
approach? From a translator’s perspec- 
tive, which of the translation strategies 
to choose is mainly determined by two 
factors. 

First of all, applying a foreignization or 
domestication translation strategy largely 
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depends on the purpose of the translation, 
which may explain the distinctive differ- 
ences between the two Mandarin versions 
of South Park. As mentioned above, in 
mainland China translators adopt for- 
eignization to bring an audience closer 
to the original “foreign flavor,” with the 
aim to help English language learners 
gain a better knowledge of slang and 
idioms against the background of Ameri- 
can culture. However, in Taiwan, the aim 
of translation is entertainment together 
with underlying commercial goals, so the 
translators adopt a domestication method 
to add local zest. Ultimately, these differ- 
ing functions justify the production of 
two types of translation. 

Secondly, political considerations 
also influence the choice of translation 
strategy. South Park is political and has 
repeatedly encouraged controversy and 
debate. In mainland China, politics is 
still considered a serious topic, and the 
mockery of certain political issues is not 
widely accepted. Thus, the foreigniza- 
tion strategy is more useful here, since 
translating source texts that contain 
any political issues will make the story 
more irrelevant to the target culture. 
All opinions on political issues will 
be foreign voices dealing with foreign 
things. In Taiwan, social and political 
issues are more frequently tackled and 
audiences also like to watch the ridicul- 
ing of political figures and celebrities. 
For this reason, domestication is the 
preferred strategy of translators in Tai- 
wan, since it allows them to rewrite the 
source texts to allude to local social- 
cultural milieu. 

It is important to recognize that the 
choice of any translation strategy is 
not only the simple decision of a par- 
ticular translator, but should also reflect 
the environment of the target culture. 
Though any selection of differing transla- 
tion method leads to different outcomes, 
it does not directly affect the “quality” 
of translation. Quality is relative to the 
translation’s purpose. M 
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